




































Symposium of Student Scholars 




          Throughout the history of the Roman Empire up until the reign of Julian, who reigned 
between 361 and 363 AD, the Roman state charged Christians with atheism.1 The charge was so 
serious that it was a capital offense.2 Today there is common belief in the separation between 
church and state; the idea that religion and politics should not mix. However, in the ancient 
Roman world, politics and religion were intertwined. Both the citizens and the state believed that 
in order for Rome to prosper in its economy, safety, and welfare, the pantheon of pagan gods 
needed to bless the emperor, because it was through the emperor that this would be 
accomplished.3  In order for the gods to bless the emperor, they required animal sacrifices and 
the citizens would therefore gather and participate in offering sacrifices to the gods on behalf of 
the emperor.4 The dominant position today in scholarship holds the view that the Roman state 
condemned Christians of atheism because of their refusal to participate in the sacrifices to the 
pagan gods.5 
          Christians were not the ones in the empire that were charged with atheism; Jews were 
included. The earliest record of this comes from the emperor Domitian, who reigned from 81 to 
96 AD and the last coming from Julian.6 There is strong evidence that between 27 BC and 66 
AD, the Roman state did not charge Jews with atheism. While the Second Temple stood, each of 
the major sects of Judaism, the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes “defined themselves . . . 
																																								 																				
1 Examples: Polycarp, Martyrdom of Polycarp, 3:2; Justin Martyr, First Apology, 6:1, Tertullian Apology X, Julian, 
Letter 22. 
2 A. B. Drachmann, Atheism in Pagan Antiquity, (London: Glydendal, 1922), 11.	
3 Rives, Religion, 155.  
4 Mary Beard, John North, and Simon Price, Religions of Rome: Volume 1, A History, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 195. 
5 Jan Bremmer and Massey Shepherd, Jr. hold alternative views to the definition of atheism in antiquity. Bremmer 
maintains that atheism describes “those thinkers and people who denied the existence of the gods or put forward 
theories to explain the existence of the gods.” Jan N. Bremmer, “Atheism in Antiquity,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Atheism, ed. Michael Martin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 12. Shepherd holds 
atheism was the rejection of images as representation of deities. Massey Hamilton Shepherd, Jr., “The Early 
Apologists and Christian Worship,” The Journal of Religion 18, no. 1 (Jan. 1938), 61.  




through their relation to the temple ”7 Animal sacrifices were a key component of Jewish temple 
religious practice. Like Christians, Jews were exclusivists and refused to participate in sacrifices 
to the pagan gods; however, during this time Jews offered an animal sacrifice to their god, in 
their temple, everyday, on behalf of the emperor as their contribution to the prosperity of Rome. 
As a result, the Roman state did not consider Jews to be atheists during the time that they offered 
these sacrifices.  
          Although the current scholarly explanation for why the Roman state condemned Christians 
as atheists is not necessarily wrong, it needs refinement as it fails to account for a crucial 
observation; Jews were not considered atheists by the Roman state during the years 27 BC and 
66 AD, the period when the Jews were still sacrificing at the temple in Jerusalem to their god on 
behalf of the emperor. I argue that Rome condemned Christians as atheists not simply because 
they failed to perform sacrifices to pagan deities, but, crucially, because they did not sacrifice at 
all.  
          The evidence for Jews being excused from the charge of atheism by the Roman state 
comes from the writings of the Jewish historian Josephus. A Greek rhetorician named Apollonius 
Molo made a number of accusations against the Jews and Josephus wrote responses. He accused 
Jews of atheism.”8 Josephus begins his responded by arguing, “I shall have then sufficiently 
disproved all these allegations, when it shall appear that our laws enjoin the very reverse of what 
he says, and that we very carefully observe those laws ourselves.”9 Josephus’s argument was that 
Apollonius held a false view of Jewish law, which led him to believe, that Jews were atheists. 
																																								 																				
7 Oskar Skarsuane, In the Shadow of the Temple: Jewish Influences On Early Christianity, (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2002), 96. 
8 Josephus, Against Apion, 2.15.148. 
9 Ibid.,149.  
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          It is important to note, that Josephus grew up as the son of a Jewish priest, which afforded 
him great respect in the Jewish community and provided him with knowledge of the intricacies 
of Jewish law and specifically temple worship. Later in life he traveled to Rome and worked 
very closely with the emperor Vespasian, became a Roman citizen, and worked in the imperial 
court. When Titus became emperor in 79 AD, he continued to be employed by the Roman state 
and he even took on the name “Flavius,” the family name of the emperor.10 Because of 
Josephus’s own Jewish background, personal knowledge about the religion of his people, and his 
position in the Roman imperial court, he is qualified to adequately refute the claim that Jews 
were atheists as he would have been familiar with the state’s views on this topic. 
            The central Jewish practice that Josephus used to refute Apollonius’s claim is the priests’ 
role in offering animal “sacrifices in the temple to God.”11 He reported that when the priests 
make these sacrifices, they “pray for the common welfare of all, and after that our own.”12 
Earlier in Josephus’s work he described the kind of sacrifices the Jews performed. He declared: 
We willingly testify our respect to our emperors, and to the people of Rome; we also 
offer perpetual sacrifices for them; nor do we only offer them every day at the common 
expenses of all the Jews, but although we offer no other such sacrifices out of our 
common expenses, no, not for our own children, yet do we this as a peculiar honor to the 
emperors, and to them alone, while we do the same to no other person whomsoever.13 
 
This description of the animal sacrifices provides the necessary context to the kind of sacrifices 
Josephus refered to in his response to Apollonius. This sacrifice was intended to display Jewish 
loyalty to the prosperity of Rome and it sufficiently answers the objection that Jews were 
																																								 																				
10 William Whiston, The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged 9th ed. Translated by William Whiston, 
(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), ix. 
11 Josephus, Against Apion, 2.24.193. 
12 Ibid. 2.24.196. 
13 Josephus, Against Apion, 2.6.76-7 (Jewish sacrifice on behalf of the emperor is corroborated in Philo, Embassy to 
Gaius 155-8; however Philo reports that the sacrifices were paid by the emperor).  
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atheists. So long as the Jews offered sacrifices to their go on behalf of the emperor, the Roman 
state did not charge them with atheism.  
As a result of the Jews’ commitment to the prosperity of Rome, they were tolerated by 
the Roman state and were free to practice their religion. Josephus recorded the Edict of Augustus 
on Jewish Rights, which was enacted in 1 BC by Caesar Augustus, which ordaining that “Jews 
have liberty to make use of their own customs, according to the law of their forefathers . . . their 
sacred money be not touched, but be sent to Jerusalem, and that it be committed to the care of the 
receivers at Jerusalem.”14  
This edict demonstrated Rome’s toleration for Jewish customs and ensures that the 
finances used to fund their religious practices, much of which was used for temple sacrifices, 
would not receive any maltreatment from the Roman state or its people. Josephus went on to 
describe other Roman officials who spoke positively of the Jews from a legal perspective 
including four high-ranking officials.15 The significance of these edicts is the Roman state’s 
respect for Jewish customs, and in particular the push to ensure that there be no hindrance with 
their flow of money, which primarily went to fund Jewish sacrifice.  
            The Roman state’s view of Jews shifted in 66 AD when as Josephus as reported, through 
the persuasion of Eleazar, the governor of the temple, Jews ceased to offer sacrifices on behalf of 
the emperor.16 P. Bilde explains that Josephus cites this decision was one of the three “immediate 
releasing causes of the war.”17 From the Roman state’s perspective, this decision made by the 
Jews meant that they gave up their single way of contributing to the well being of Rome. Ceasing 
																																								 																				
14 Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 16.6.2:162-63. 
15 Ibid. 167-73; 19.5.3:288-90. These officials included King Agrippa, consul and general Marcus Agrippa, 
proconsul Caius Norbanus Flaccus, proconsul Julius Antonius, and the emperor Claudius.  
16 Josephus, Jewish Wars 2.17.409. 
17 P. Bilde, “The Causes of the Jewish War According to Josephus,” Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, 
Hellenistic, and Roman Period 10, no. 2 (1979), 184. 
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to perform sacrifices on behalf of the emperor was the turning point in Roman history where 
Jews were open to the to the condemnation of atheism by the Roman state.18 
          In 70 AD the Romans destroyed the temple, one of the most pivotal events in Jewish 
history. When the temple stood Judaism was defined by temple worship and specifically 
sacrifice. Without a temple, Judaism was in need of a reformation. This occurred at the city of 
Yavneh; led by Yochanan ben Zakkai.19 This was the inception of Rabbinic Judaism.20 This 
raises the question: How did Rabbinic Judaism practice Judaism without a temple? The 
Babylonian Talmud provides a look into the rabbinic stance on this issue. One account reveals a 
story from tradition describing Abraham asking God, “When the Temple is not standing, what 
will become of them [sacrifices for sin]?” God’s response: “I have already enacted for them the 
order of offerings. When they read them before Me, I will ascribe them credit as though they had 
sacrificed them before Me and I will pardon them for all their transgressions.”21  
          This text shows that Rabbinic Jews held the belief that reading the order of the sacrifices 
acted as the sacrifice itself. Other Jewish practices that spiritualized sacrifice included the 
institution of three daily prayers corresponding to the times the sacrifices were offered in the 
temple,22 Torah study,23 repentance,24 and taking up “a lulav in its binding and a myrtle branch in 
its dense-leaved form.”25 Other religious practices functioned as a replacement of the sacrifices, 
																																								 																				
18 Josephus, Jewish Wars, 2.17.414. 
19 The Jewish sect that was able to continue without a temple without the need of reformation was the Nazarenes. 
They were able to maintain their religion because they held the belief that Jesus’ death fulfilled all of the Temple 
ordinances.   
20 Dalia Marx, “The Missing Temple: The Status of the Temple in Jewish Culture Following its Destruction,” A 
Journal for the New Europe 46, no. 2 (Fall 2013), 63. 
21 b.Taanit 27b. 
22 b.Berakhot 26b. 
23 b.Menachot 110a. 
24 Leviticus Rabbah 7:3. 
25 b.Sukkah 45b 
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which included acts of loving kindness,26 a humble spirit,27 and charity.28 These radical changes 
in Judaism meant that Jews would no longer sacrifice on behalf of the emperor; in fact they did 
not sacrifice at all. As a result Jews did not have any contribution to the prosperity of the Roman 
state and therefore, at this point in history they were considered atheists. 
In fact, there is evidence of this coming around the same time Rabbinic Judaism was 
established. The Roman historian Dio Cassius describes a situation in 95 AD where converts to 
Judaism received the charge of atheism.29 He explained,  
Domitian slew, along with many others, Flavius Clemens the consul, although he was a 
cousin and had to wife Flavia Domitilla, who was also a relative of the emperor’s. The 
charge brought against them both was that of atheism, a charge on which many others 
who drifted into Jewish ways were condemned. Some of these were put to death, and the 
rest were at least deprived of their property.30 
 
Those who “drifted into Jewish ways” were charged with atheism. This is an example of 
pagans who were not considered atheists while they were pagans, but then once they converted 
to Judaism they were then charged with atheism. At this point in history Judaism become 
synonymous with atheism. The latest mention of Jewish atheism is found in the writings of the 
emperor Julian who reigned from 361-363 AD in his work Against the Galilean he declared that 
Christians got their “atheism from . . .  Jewish [self indulgence].”31  
When describing Christianity in the ancient Roman world, Larry Hurtado explains that 
Romans did not consider Christians “religious” because they had “no altar, no cult image, no 
																																								 																				
26 Marx, The Missing Temple, 66. 
27 b.Sanhedrin 43b. 
28 b.Sukkah 49b. This text as an example of charity replacing sacrifice reads, “One who performs acts of charity is 
greater than one who sacrifices all types of offerings.” 
29 E. Mary Smallwood, “Domitian's Attitude toward the Jews and Judaism,” Classical Philology 51, no. 1 (Jan. 
1956), 5. 
30 Dio Cassius, Roman History, 67.14.1–2, (emphasis added). 
31 Julian, Against the Galileans, 43.	
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priesthood, no sacrifices, and no shrines.”32 Rabbinic Judaism also shared the same description. 
There is a common expression today “I’m spiritual, but not religious.” This parallels well with 
how Romans viewed Rabbinic Jews; because while they respected Judaism because of its 
antiquity, after 70, Judaism had no identifying markers Rome would recognize as a religion.33  
          When Julian converted to paganism and became emperor, he was motivated to rebuild the 
Second Temple in 363 AD so that Jews could reinstitute temple sacrifice. He wrote, “since they 
have been deprived of their temple . . . they are prevented from offering the first fruits of the 
sacrifice to God.”34 The fifth century church historian Sozomen provided an account that when 
the Jews explained to Julian “they were permitted to offer up sacrifices only at the temple in 
Jerusalem,” he immediately commanded them to rebuild their temple at his expense.35 In a letter 
Julian wrote to the Jews he declared:  
Everywhere, during my reign, you may have security of mind, and in the enjoyment of 
peace may offer more fervid prayers for my reign to the Most High God, the Creator . . . 
those who are in all respects free from care should rejoice with their whole hearts and 
offer their suppliant prayers on behalf of my imperial office to Mighty God . . . This you 
ought to do, in order that, when I have successfully concluded the war with Persia, I may 
rebuild by my own efforts the sacred city of Jerusalem, which for so many years you have 
longed to see inhabited, and may bring settlers there, and, together with you, may glorify 
the Most High God therein.36 
Julian’s desire for the temple to be rebuilt was so strong that even made the declaration 
that if he was successful, he would join in worshipping the God of the Jews. This is crucial as it 
pertains to the Roman state’s rationale for why they charged Jews with atheism, as Julian himself 
did in his work Against the Galileans. Julian attempted to rebuild the Second Temple because he 
wanted Jews to reinstitute their sacrificial system, so that the Roman state could benefit from 
																																								 																				
32 Hurtado, Destroyer of the Gods, 43. This position is shared by Jan Bremmer and Massey Shepherd, Jr. Bremmer, 
“Atheism,” 21; Shepherd, “The Early Apologists,” 61.  
33 Tacitus, Histories, 5.5 
34 Julian, Against the Galileans, 118 
35 Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, 5.22. 
36 Julian, Letters 51.  
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their god. Julian said he “intended to restore it for the honor of the God who is invoked there.”37 
For the Jews, honoring God in their temple meant sacrifice and the Jews were known to sacrifice 
on behalf of the emperor for almost one hundred years and this is what Julian desired for Jews in 
the empire. In a sense he is saying that if the temple is rebuilt and they begin to sacrifice again, 
he will withdraw the charge of atheism. Robert Wilken urges, “Julian’s plan to rebuild the 
Temple also fitted in with his renewal of the traditional religion. He believed . . . prayer was not 
complete without sacrifice.”38 If Jews were able to reinstitute temple sacrifice, it would act to 
both lift the charge of atheism and demonstrate their loyalty and devotion to the Roman Empire.  
Why did the Roman state not condemn Jews of atheism during the years 27 BC and 66 
AD? – Because Jews offered sacrifices to their god on behalf of the emperor for the prosperity of 
Rome. Why did the Roman state later charge Jews with atheism? – Because without a temple, 
Jews did not sacrifice, and were therefore unable to contribute to the prosperity of Rome. The 
reason the current scholarly explanation is lacking for why Christians were charged with atheism 
is because it fails to account for the observation that Jews were not considered atheists between 
27 BC and 66 AD. This historical context brings light to why Christians were charged with 
atheism by the Roman state. 
Christians believed that Jesus’ death by crucifixion at the hands of the Romans acted as 
the fulfillment of the Jewish sacrificial system. Jesus’s death functioned as the ultimate sacrifice 
thereby making continual animal sacrifice unnecessary. The author of the book of Hebrews 
wrote: 
Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he 
offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this priest [Jesus] 
																																								 																				
37 Ep. 89b, quoted in David B. Levenson, “The Ancient and Medieval Sources for the Emperor Julian’s Attempt to 
Rebuild the Jerusalem Temple,” Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Period 35, 
no. 4 (2004), 416. 
38 Robert Wilken, The Christians as the Romans Saw Them, (London: Yale University Press, 1984), 189. 
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had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God . . . For 
by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.39 
 
Jesus is described as the high priest and the sacrifice. Craig Keener comments on the 
passage above by explaining that Jesus, as the eternal high priest “must have already offered his 
once-for-all sacrifice; priests did not offer sacrifice in a seated position.”40 Christianity was a 
religion devoid of animal sacrifice. 
A Greek rhetorician and satirist named Lucian of Samosota who wrote around 165 AD 
explained that Christians “deny the gods of Greece, and worship the crucified sage, and live after 
his laws.”41 Lucian juxtaposes Jesus’s law with Roman law as Roman law required citizens to 
sacrifice to the gods of the state. In 197 AD, the Christian theologian Tertullian wrote The 
Apology, which served as a defense against the attacks on Christianity from the Roman state. In 
it, he states, “You say we are atheists, and will not be at the expense of a sacrifice for the life of 
the emperors . . . we disprove them to be gods, and consequently not to be worshipped.”42 
Tertullian understood that the state’s charge of atheism to the Christians was rooted in their 
refusal to sacrifice to the pagan gods “for the life of the emperors.” He tried to offer a solution to 
the problem when he explained, “We all send up our prayers for the life of the emperors, for their 
ministers, for magistrates, for the good of the State, for the peace of the empire.”43 Prayer 
without sacrifice was not enough for the Roman state.  
Both Jews and Christians were exclusivists and refused to sacrifice to the pagan gods.  
Despite this, sacrifice was central to Second Temple Judaism and during the years 27 BC to 66 
AD, Jews offered sacrifices on behalf of the emperor for the prosperity of the Roman state.  
																																								 																				
39 Hebrews 10:11-12, 14. 
40 Craig Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity 
Press, 2014), 655. 
41 Lucian, The Death of Peregrine 13. 




However in the year 66, Jews ceased to offer this sacrifice. In 70 AD, the Romans destroyed 
their temple, as a result Rabbinic Judaism was later established in the 90s AD. This newly 
reformed Jewish religion was characterized by religious practices that both replaced and 
spiritualized sacrifice. As a result, the Roman state charged Jews with atheism. Christians 
historically have held to a spiritualized view of sacrifice and refused to offer any animal sacrifice 
on behalf of Rome. In light of this, it stands to reason that the best historical explanation for why 
Christians were condemned as atheists is not simply because they failed to sacrifice to the pagans 
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